
Prof. Bert Sakmann was born in Stuttgart 
in 1942, and grew up in Lindau, on Lake 
Constance. At an early age he became 
interested in cybernetics, which combined 
his interests in living organisms and 
engineering. He matriculated in the 
medical faculty of Tübingen University in 
1964, where he met his wife, Christiane, a 
pediatric ophthalmologist and with whom 

he has two sons and a daughter. In Munich, Sakmann did his 
doctoral thesis with Otto Creutzfeldt in the Kraepelin Institute 
on the electrophysiological basis of pattern recognition. At the 
Institute, Sakmann worked in Dieter Lux's laboratory, where he 
met Erwin Neher, with whom he was later to share the Noble 
Prize, and subsequently moved to Bernard Katz's department at 
University College, London where he worked with Bill Betz on 
synaptic transmission. During this time Bernard Katz and 
Ricardo Miledi had discovered 'membrane noise' and 
'elementary events', describing synaptic transmission at the 
molecular level.  The major experimental challenges were the 
direct recording of the elementary events that had been 
postulated from Katz and Miledi, the biochemical and structural 
characterization of the acetylcholine receptor molecule, and the 
relation between structure and function of ion channels and 
receptors. Sakmann moved to Göttingen, where Neher had also 
moved, and there agreed to work on the direct recording of 
elementary events associated with neuromuscular transmission.  
This collaboration led to the methodology known worldwide as 
‘patch clamp’.  Sakmann has spent a good part of his career 
developing methods and instruments, and sharing these newly 
developed methodologies with fellow scientists. 
 
Sakmann and others then applied molecular biology techniques 
to ion channel physiology, combining the patch clamp with 
recombinant DNA techniques to establish structure-function 

relations of the acetylcholine receptor. This fruitful 
collaboration identified the structural basis of channel 
subtypes and localized domains important for ion transport. 
Since then, Sakmann has maintained his strong interest in 
structure-function relations of ion channels and in the 
synaptogenesis of the neuromuscular junction and CNS 
synaptic physiology.  After collaborating with Erwin Neher 
for sixteen years in Göttingen, Sakmann moved to 
Heidelberg, one of the leading centers for molecular biology 
in Germany.   
 
Sakmann began his scientific career in the Max-Planck-
Gesellschaft in 1966 and, with the exception of three 
postdoctoral years (1970-1973) at University College, London, 
has remained affiliated with this organization ever since. Until 
recently Sakmann was the Director of the Department of Cell 
Physiology at the Max-Planck-Institute for Medical Research in 
Heidelberg, and the Acting Director of this Institute. Major 
awards include the Nernst Prize, the Feldberg Prize, the Spencer 
Prize, the Leibniz Prize, the Gross-Horwitz Prize, the Louis 
Jeantet Prize, and the Gairdner Prize.  For Sakmann, the most 
important awards before the Nobel Prize in Physiology and 
Medicine were the Magnes Award of the Hebrew University 
(1982) and Harvey Prize of the Technion (1991), the first 
German scientist to receive these awards. 

Prof. Sakmann is currently the Director of the Max Planck 
Florida Institute.  Due to officially open in 2011, the planned 
100,000-square-foot research facility will be a neighbor to 
Scripps Florida on six acres at the Florida Atlantic University 
MacArthur Campus in Jupiter. The Max Planck Florida Institute 
focuses on the in vivo visualization of molecular processes, to 
translate the discoveries of basic research into clinical 
applications, medical diagnostics, and patient care. 


